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 An Investigation of the Physical and 
Digital Transitions of Saudi Students 
Coming to the UK
 
 
$EVWUDFW 
The transition from the home to the host country for 
international students has been always considered a 
sensitive period. Students face multiple social, cultural 
and academic challenges during this time. For Saudi 
students coming to the UK, the experience can be 
especially challenging, because they are moving from a 
conservative Muslim culture to a more open society. By 
considering their physical and digital transitions, the 
aim of this research is to understand how Saudi 
students in the UK perceive their use of social media 
during their transition. A mixed methods approach is to 
be used in this research. A preliminary analysis of the 
qualitative data, discussed in this paper, shows a 
strong relationship between how the students conceive 
transition and their use of social media. At times or for 
some students coming to the UK was conceived as a 
significant identity change, and they had to make 
choices about how to reconfigure their digital presence 
to represent and support this transition. Other students 
conceived of the transition purely pragmatically; they 
made the physical move but their social media usage 
remained a vehicle to stay in contact with family and 
friends. 
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,QWURGXFWLRQ 
The transition to a new academic stage is a challenge 
for both international and domestic students. However, 
for international students, the process is more 
complicated. Students can experience multiple 
transitions: social, environmental and cultural, in 
addition to their academic transition [5,7,15]. 
International students at their transition are more likely 
to suffer from different psychological issues (e.g., 
anxiety, loneliness, depression or stress) [3,8,13,22]. 
Saudi students may encounter further challenges 
compared to other international students. Considering 
WKHVWXGHQWV¶PRYHPHQWIURPDFRQVHUYDWLYH0XVOLP
society to an open society and their involvement with a 
different academic system, more challenges may occur 
[4].  
International students tend to spend more time on 
social media than domestic students [10], this is due to 
their increased need of social support and 
communication [9]. A recent study of the use of social 
media by Korean and Chinese students in the US found 
that they spend on average about 6.5 hours of their 
day online [17]. Sandel [20] found that international 
students spend on average approximately two hours 
per day communicating with friends and families.  
Just like other people who experience transition in their 
lives, international students may find support on social 
media during their physical movement [12]. According 
to Sleeman, Lang and Lemon [21] social media can 
SOD\DUROHLQLQWHUQDWLRQDOVWXGHQWV¶WUDQVLWLRQE\
allowing them to maintain connections with their home 
families and friends. It can also help them to explore 
the new culture and create new ties with new people. 
On the other hand, social media may have negative 
social and academic impacts on international students. 
,WFDQKLQGHUWKHVWXGHQWV¶HQJDJHPHQWZLWKWKHQHZ
society [11] and distract them from their studies [1].  
There is a lot of debate about the impact of social 
media on students. Little of this seems to have been 
WLHGWRWKHVSHFLILFFRQWH[WRILQWHUQDWLRQDOVWXGHQWV¶
transition. Furthermore, more studies are required to 
see how students from different nationalities use social 
media in different ways. In a recent systematic review 
in the area of international students and social media 
conducted by Sleeman, Lang and Lemon [27], they 
reached the conclusion that future researchers are 
UHFRPPHQGHGWRIRFXVRQVWXGHQWVFRPLQJIURPµOHVV
UHVHDUFKHG¶FRXQWULHV7KHUHIRUHE\FRQVLGHULQJWKH
VWXGHQWV¶SK\VLFDODQGGLJLWDOWUDQVLWLRQWKHDLPRIWKLV
research is to investigate the digital spaces that Saudi 
students use in accordance with their transition to the 
UK. This aim will be achieved by applying a mixed 
methods approach (interviews then Twitter data 
analysis).  
0HWKRGRORJ\ 
A mixed method sequential exploratory design 
approach was adopted for this research. The project 
began with qualitative semi-structured interviews, and 
then Twitter data analysis will be undertaken. Given 
The number of international 
students has grown from 
approximately 1.3 million in 
1990 to about 5.5 million in 
2017 [23]. This number is 
estimated to increase to eight 
million by 2025.  
The UK is one of the top 
destinations for international 
students with approximately 
460,000 in 2017/18 [24]. 
Saudi Arabia is one of the 
top seven sending countries, 
with more than 14,000 
students in UK higher 
education in 2017/18 [25]. 
 that during the transition there is both physical 
movement and change in digital presence, the project 
explores the way these two are interwoven. Thus rather 
than using purely digital methods, there is a strong 
element of exploring transition as a material experience 
through the interviews. Figure 1 is an outline of the 
research design. This paper will focus on the results of 
the first qualitative method.  
Twelve Saudi students who are using social media and 
pursuing or planning to pursue their higher education in 
the UK were recruited for the interviews. The reason for 
including students who are planning to study in the UK 
is that this study focuses on all the stages of the 
transition. According to Menzies and Baron [16], the 
experience of transition starts before arriving in the 
host country. Other participants in the study were 
already in the UK. All had been there for less than a 
year, as McLachlan and Justice and Prescott and 
Hellsten [15,18] KDYHDUJXHGWKHVWXGHQW¶VWUDQVLWLRQ
period usually lasts up to 12 months after their arrival 
in the host country. Participants were recruited from 
different locations in the UK and to represent different 
levels of study, different ages, genders and family 
status. The interviews were conducted face-to-face, via 
phone or Skype, depending on the participants' 
preference and lasted between 42 and 102 minutes.  
Preliminarily results 
Physical and digital transition  
This study has shown that the physical transition for 
some students has an impact on their digital behavior 
and identity. Students who are keen to engage with the 
UK society and culture and to detach themselves from 
the Saudi society usually make a digital transition in 
their content on social media.  
Those students usually make limited access to the 
online Saudi content because they want to weaken 
their ties with their Saudi life. They believe that this 
can have positive impacts on their engagement with 
the new society and developing their English language: 
µ,VHHP\OLIHLQWKH8.DVDJRRGRSSRUWXQLW\IRU
me to engage with the UK community. In addition 
to the academic goals that I have, I am also 
planning to achieve some personal goals by 
learning about other cultures and engaging with 
QHZSHRSOH>«@2QFH,DUULYHGWRWKH8.,
created a new WhatsApp account but I gave this 
nXPEHURQO\WRDIHZSHRSOHLQ6DXGL$UDELD>«@
I still contact my family and Saudi friends on 
VRFLDOPHGLDEXWYHU\UDUHO\¶[F5]. 
µ,QWKH8.,DOVRVWDUWHGWRXVHDSODWIRUPFDOOHG
Meetup and I have a positive experience with it. It 
allowed me to meet new people who have 
common interests; we meet and talk and that 
KHOSHGPHWRLPSURYHP\(QJOLVK¶[M2]. 
These views are also supported by other studies 
[14,19] which claim that social media is a helpful tool 
for sojourners to learn about the culture and language 
of the host country. The findings showed that students 
who are personally motivated to study in the UK usually 
attempt transition themselves digitally. This usually 
happens through them contacting their new friends in 
the host country on WhatsApp and joining new groups, 
following new people from the host country on Twitter, 
watching host country bloggers on YouTube and adding 
host country celebrities on Snapchat. Students may 
also start to use new platforms that are commonly used 
by host country people. However, the time during the 
 
Figure 1: Research methods 
design 
 
Qualitative Method 
ͻ Recruting participants 
ͻ Conducting inteviews 
ͻ Applying thematic 
analysis 
ͻ Designing the next 
quantiative method 
Quantitative Method 
ͻ Collecting students' 
handles 
ͻ Collecting students 
timelines using Twitter 
API
ͻ Applying quantiative 
content analysis on a 
sample of tweets
ͻ Classifying the whole 
data set using machine 
learning  
 transition is a key factor in regards to the relationship 
between the physical and digital transition. From the 
interviews, it was noticed that some students start their 
sojourn with a high level of enthusiasm about the new 
culture and place , which leads them to a strong digital 
WUDQVLWLRQ+RZHYHUWKHVHVWXGHQWV¶HQWKXVLDVPRIWHQ
decreases after a while, leading to a return to previous 
patterns of digital activity.  
Physical transition only 
Other students perceive their transition to the UK as a 
temporary time and they are not keen to engage with 
the new society. This can be attributed to the difference 
in culture, religious and social life [2]. Furthermore, it 
might be related to the fact that unlike other 
international student groups, the majority of Saudi 
students are sponsored by employers in Saudi Arabia 
with an obligation to return immediately following the 
end of their studies. The results show that these 
students make little attempt to use social media as a 
tool to help with their social engagement with the new 
society. Rather they used the tools to keep them 
connected with their family and friends back home. 
Families in Saudi Arabia are very connected and 
children even if they are adults usually spend a lot of 
time with their parents [2,6]. Therefore, some students 
argue that this is an advantage of social media because 
they do not want to be disconnected from their home 
country:  
µ:HDUHDYHU\FRQQHFWHGIDPLO\DQGHVSecially for 
my parents I do not want them to feel that I am 
far away from them, so, I am always in contact 
ZLWKWKHPRQVRFLDOPHGLD¶ [M4] 
µ,IHHOWKDWVRFLDOPHGLDLVPDNLQJDOLQNIRUPH
with my country and family. Social media is the 
only way that keeps me updated with them.¶>0@ 
It is important to acknowlege that the digital transition 
is a complex aspect to be explored further. For 
example, one student reported that there had been no 
changes in his use of social media after the move. 
However, later in the interview the same student said 
that he changed his profile information on Twitter and 
sometimes he tweets in English after living in the UK. 
6WXGHQWV¶DFFRXQWVRIWKHLUEHKDYLRUQHHGWREH
compared to actual behavior patterns. This is part of 
what the second phase of the project will undertake.  
&RQFOXVLRQ 
This paper has investigated the digital spaces that 
Saudi students use during their transition to the UK. 
'HSHQGLQJRQWKHVWXGHQWV¶FRQFHSWLRQRIWKHPRYH
social media can support their transition by building 
bridges with the new society or simply be used to 
maintain connections with the home country. How it is 
used may change within the trajectory of one individual 
as a result of shifting experiences. 
For future research and to explore the nature of the 
digital transition, a quantitative method will be used. 
7KLVPHWKRGLQYROYHVUHWULHYLQJ6DXGLVWXGHQWV¶
timelines on Twitter and applying quantitative analysis 
on it. This method will help the researchers to observe 
the changes in content and other patterns (e.g. profile 
information, number of followers/followings and langue 
RIWZHHWGXULQJWKHVWXGHQWV¶WUDQVLWLRQ 
5HIHUHQFHV 
1. Waleed Mugahed Al-Rahmi and Mohd Shahizan 
 Othman. 2016. The Impact of Social Media use on 
$FDGHPLF3HUIRUPDQFHDPRQJXQLYHUVLW\VWXGHQWV ”
A Pilot Study. Journal of Information Systems 
Research and Innovation: 1±10. 
2. Yeslam Al-Saggaf. 2004. The Effect of Online 
Community on Offline Community in Saudi Arabia. 
The Electronic Journal of Information Systems in 
Developing Countries 16, 1: 1±16. 
3. Maureen Snow Andrade. 2006. International 
students in English-speaking universities: 
Adjustment factors. Journal of Research in 
International Education 5, 2: 131±154. 
4. Alia Kamal Arafeh. 2017. From the Middle East To 
the Midwest: the Transition Experiences of Saudi 
Female International Students At a Midwest 
University Campus. . 
5. Nancy Arthur. 2003. Preparing International 
Students for the Re-Entry Transition. Canadian 
Journal of Counselling 37, 3: 173±185. 
6. Haifa Binsahl and Shanton Chang. 2012. 
International Saudi Female Students in Australia 
and Social Networking Sites: What are the 
motivations and barriers to communication? ISANA 
International Academy Association Conference: 1±
12. 
7. Robert B. Burns. 1991. Study and stress among 
first year overseas students in an australian 
university. Higher Education Research & 
Development 10, 1: 61±77. 
8. Charles P Chen. 1999. Common Stressors Among 
International College Students: Research and 
Counseling Implications. Journal of College 
Counseling 2, 1: 49. 
9. Mohammad Delwar Hossain and Aaron S Veenstra. 
2013. Online maintenance of life domains: Uses of 
social network sites during graduate education 
among the US and international students. 
Computers in Human Behavior 29: 2697±2702. 
10. Kathleen Gray, Shanton Chang, and Gregor 
Kennedy. 2010. Technology, Pedagogy and 
Education Use of social web technologies by 
international and domestic undergraduate 
students: implications for internationalising 
learning and teaching in Australian universities. . 
11. Yu Guo, Yiwei Li, and Naoya Ito. 2014. Exploring 
the Predicted Effect of Social Networking Site Use 
on Perceived Social Capital and Psychological Well-
Being of Chinese International Students in Japan. 
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking 
17, 1: 52±58. 
12. Oliver L. Haimson. 2018. Social media as social 
transition machinery. Proceedings of the ACM on 
Human-Computer Interaction 2, CSCW: 26. 
13. Regina Hechanova-Alampay, Terry A. Beehr, Neil 
D. Christiansen, and Roger K. Van Horn. 2002. 
Adjustment and Strain among Domestic and 
International Student Sojourners. School 
Psychology International 23, 4: 458±474. 
14. Xiaoqian Li and Wenhong Chen. 2014. Facebook or 
 Renren? A comparative study of social networking 
site use and social capital among Chinese 
international students in the United States. 
Computers in Human Behavior 35: 116±123. 
15. Debra A. McLachlan and Jessica Justice. 2007. A 
Grounded Theory of International Student Well-
being. The Journal of Theory Construction & 
Testing 13, 1: 17±32. 
16. J. L. Menzies and R. Baron. 2014. International 
postgraduate student transition experiences: the 
importance of student societies and friends. 
Innovations in Education and Teaching 
International 51, 1: 84±94. 
17. N Park, H Song, and KM Lee. 2014. Social 
networking sites and other media use, 
acculturation stress, and psychological well-being 
among East Asian college students in the United 
States. Computers in Human Behavior 36: 138±
146. 
18. $QQH3UHVFRWWDQG0HHUL+HOOVWHQ³+DQJLQJ
together even with non-QDWLYHVSHDNHUV´: Double 
edged challenges in the transition experience. 
Internationalizing higher education: 75±95. 
19. Wei Qiu. 2011. Language Adjustment of 
,QWHUQDWLRQDO6WXGHQWVLQWKH8V ”D6RFLDO1HWZRUN
Analysis on the Effects of Language Resources , 
Language Norm and Technology. UMI Number: 
3434212. 
20. 7RGG/6DQGHO³2K,¶P+HUH´6RFLDO
0HGLD¶V,PSDFWRQWKH&URVV-cultural Adaptation of 
Students Studying Abroad. Journal of Intercultural 
Communication Research 43, 1: 1±29. 
21. Jade Sleeman, Catherine Lang, and Narelle Lemon. 
2016. Social Media Challenges and Affordances for 
International Students: Bridges, Boundaries, and 
Hybrid Spaces. Journal of Studies in International 
Education 20, 5: 391±415. 
22. Hsiao-ping Wu, Esther Garza, and Norma Guzman. 
,QWHUQDWLRQDO6WXGHQW¶V&KDOOHQJHDQG
Adjustment to College. Education Research 
International 2015: 1±9. 
23. 2018. ICEF Monitor. Retrieved May 29, 2018 from 
http://monitor.icef.com/2018/02/notable-growth-
international-applications-british-universities-year/. 
24. 2018. NUFFIC. Retrieved July 23, 2018 from 
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/internationalisation/facts-
and-figures/higher-education/global-
mobility/sending-and-receiving-countries. 
25. 2018. Ministry of Education. Retrieved October 31, 
2018 from 
https://www.moe.gov.sa/en/Pages/default.aspx. 
 
 
 
